Puppetry in Rajasthan: 
A Practitioner’s Exhortation 


AJAY PAUL, 


had been engaged in puppetry for twenty-eight years. I gave it up altogether in 1990, 

Now I don’t even touch puppets. . 

I started my work with glove puppets in 1962. I also made rod puppets, shadow puppe' 
and puppets of mixed type. I travelled throughout northern, eastern, and western India. I 
established a theatre called the Community Theatre. We started with four members.. When 
there were just four of us, the group was working excellently. When we grew into six, we 
sank. I too drowned. So I want to warn the members of the Rajasthani puppeteer community 
here — my friends, if there are two of you working together, don’t grow into four; if there 
are three of you, don’t grow into six. You will drown yourself. The biggest puppet theatre 
in Australia, Tintookie, which had thirty-five artists, vanished. Nobody could stop it; and 
that too in spite of government aid. 

When I started my puppet theatre, I had all kinds of puppets. But I told myself —I shall 
confine my performances to Rajasthani puppets and to the particular style of the region. So 
when I produced a play on Chhatrapati Shivaji for children, the puppets were dressed like 
Maharashtrians — the headdress and all — but the style of puppetry was Rajasthani, with 
the traditional string control and other features. Some of the puppets had two strings and 
some had three. I am sorry I could not bring them here. Important characters like Shivaji 
had three strings. So I would also say — please don’t multiply your strings needlessly. 
Don’t go for numbers. You will lose your style, you will lose your inheritance. Don’t we 
have the proverb in Rajasthan — ignore the ghee on another man’s plate? We have to be 
content with what is served on ours. 3 

Thave camped with puppeteers in Jodhpur, Jaipur, and other places. One thing that has 
been bothering me is this — how are we going to advance the cause of Rajasthan’s puppetry? 
Do we want to do it with the help of bureaucrats? Or do we want to go forward with help 
from common people? When I witnessed the Jaipur troupe’s performance yesterday, the 
same question popped up again in my mind. These puppeteers are being exploited by the 
Family Planning Department, the People’s Welfare Board, the Song and Drama Division, 
etc. Working in campaigns for national integration, [against] child marriage, etc., they are 
becoming outcastes in their own community. If these government departments wanted to 
help our puppeteers, they could certainly call in someone and train them. I have done it 
myself! I have organized a fifteen-day training programme in collaboration with a friend in 
Jaipur. But the problem is, the puppeteers coming for training ask you, ‘Sir, Ihave come for 
training all right. But how many programmes can you arrange for me?’ Of course they have 
a point. It is a question of one’s daily bread. And programmes often come their way only at 
a price. Usually, when, say, twenty programmes in a month are arranged [by some 
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department], the Puppeteer has to pay the money for ten programmes to some official, for 
five programmes to some other official, and so on. Is this the direction in which we are 
taking our puppet theatre? The annual budget of Rajasthan Sangeet Natak Akademi is less 
than even the annual budget of a secondary school. It is so low that the Akademi can't 
Come to the aid of every individual puppeteer. Then who will help them? ; 

How has puppetry remained a living tradition in this country? Because the rajas and 
maharajas who ruled us have patronized it. But today the patrons are we ourselves, the 
common people. My friends, Jet us think of some way out of this impasse so that these 
Puppeteers don’t have to join a blind race for survival and lose their inheritance in that 
Process. That is all I wanted to say. 


